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Abstract 
In close connection to the fact that, during the past few decades, globalization has grown significantly, more and more adults of 
different nationalities seek the help of English instructors because they want to find employment abroad, to communicate more 
effectively at work, to resort to overseas travels, or just to enjoy various types of social situations. In any of these cases, the 
English learners are highly motivated to study this particular subject. However, those who teach adults must be aware of the 
differences between the teaching – learning patterns specific to adults, on the one hand, and those that generally function with 
children, on the other. The paper will discuss the cognitive, attitudinal, behavioural and methodological characteristics presented 
by the adult learners of English in today’s world, taking into account both theoretical and research data. The ultimate purpose of 
this paper is to arrive at conclusions that are relevant for the English teachers involved in the process of preparing adults for the 
different situations which require a good knowledge of this foreign language. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center. 
 Keywords: adult learners; challenges; teaching English to adults; methodological implications 
1. Introduction 
The general perception regarding the traditional target audience of foreign language teaching is that it is normally 
represented by various types of young learners, ranging from children, to adolescents and, sometimes, to very young 
adults. Consequently, when the language students’ position is occupied by adult learners, the teaching process is 
considered to be more problematic. Today, maybe more than ever before, this view is supported by parents, 
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educators and policymakers, who, in their effort to prepare children for a multilingual future, put forward the 
concept of “the earlier the better” when it comes to learning a foreign language. But is it really true that the older the 
students are, the more ineffective they are as language learners? Even if not all methodologists share this opinion, 
there seems to be a general consensus that the learners’ age is associated with specific needs, competences and 
cognitive skills, which, in their turn, involve characteristic teaching and learning patterns. This paper will discuss the 
special features presented by the adult students, will identify the challenges that might occur when working with this 
category of students, and, then, will consider some methodological implications for the process of teaching English 
to mature learners. 
2. The adults as English learners: specific features 
Although the concept of “adult learners” may be given slightly differing definitions, depending on the aspect that 
each definition is meant to emphasize, in my approach this term refers to persons over the normal age of traditional 
schooling (more specifically, over 23-25 years old), who freely choose to get involved in a particular form of 
instruction, in order to serve a professional, social or personal need or interest. 
As I have already anticipated, in the field of the teaching methodology, the interest in adult learners emerged 
from the idea that mature students learn somehow differently from the young ones. Building on this idea, the 
American educator Malcolm Knowles developed the principle of “andragogy”, which represents the art and science 
of adult learning. Knowles’ (1984) andragogical model is based on the following assumptions about the adult 
learners: since adults tend to be self-directed, they can direct their own learning; a rich reservoir of life experiences 
aid their learning; they are ready to learn when they assume new social or life roles; they have a task-, or problem-
centred orientation to learning, being willing to apply new learning immediately; and adults are generally motivated 
to learn due to internal rather than external factors (Knowles, 1984, p.12). 
In spite of the fact that Knowles’ model has been often subject to criticism, it has exerted a great influence on the 
theories of learning and teaching, and has guided practice in the field of adult education. Starting from the main 
ideas elaborated by Knowles (1984), as well as by other theorists and researchers interested in the problem of adult 
learning (e.g. Harmer, 2007, Lightbown and Spada, 2006, Frențiu and Cozma, 2013), in what follows, I will briefly 
discuss the main cognitive, attitudinal and behavioural characteristics presented by the adult students. 
2.1. Cognitive characteristics 
A common myth in the field of education is that adult students are generally more ineffective as language 
learners than the traditional students, on the account that the younger people are, the more flexible their brains, and, 
consequently, the better their cognitive functions. However, research seems to challenge this myth, indicating that, 
indeed, younger students may be better when it comes to acquiring pronunciation, but, otherwise, adults are 
perfectly able to reach high levels of proficiency in a foreign language (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p. 73). 
Moreover, methodologists (e.g. Harmer, 2007, p. 81) stress that adult learners have greater cognitive capabilities 
and conceptual complexity than the younger ones. This means that adults can offer a longer attention span, and they 
can engage with abstract thought. Additionally, the older students have a more developed understanding of how 
language works, being familiar with the more advanced elements of grammar, such as how conjugation works, or 
what an adverb does. They already know what a well-built sentence is, and have a good sense of punctuation and 
spelling. 
All these cognitive characteristics of the adult learners involve the fact that teachers must adjust the instructional 
materials and the teaching methods in order to accommodate the students’ skill and maturity levels, as it will be 
illustrated later. 
2.2. Attitudinal characteristics 
It is widely agreed that motivation represents a factor of central importance for successful learning. Unlike 
younger learners, the adults almost always have a sound reason why they are studying, and that reason will be their 
primary motivation. Perceiving education as a way to improve their self-image and reach various personal goals, 
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adult learners are usually highly motivated from the very beginning of the instruction process, and this makes it 
much easier for the teacher to perform his/ her task as a motivator. Moreover, as Harmer (2007) points out, “many 
adults are able to sustain a level of motivation by holding on to a distant goal in a way that teenagers find more 
difficult” (p. 84). 
Adults are certainly more cooperative learners, and, what is more important, their cooperation comes as a natural 
consequence of their seeing the point of the various instructional situations in which they are involved. In this way, 
the teacher no longer has to “camouflage” learning by resorting to entertaining activities, such as games or songs, 
although, if properly selected and used, they may be sometimes appropriate for students of an older age (Frențiu & 
Cozma, 2013, p. 75). 
Additionally, the mature age students have more learning experience behind them, and this aspect can prove to be 
both beneficial and problematic. Thus, on the one hand, adult students have well-developed learning strategies that 
have served them well in other settings, and the teacher can help them use these strategies to their advantage in 
language learning, too. On the other hand, adults come to the English classroom with certain expectations about the 
learning process, and, in case these expectations are not met, the learners may become critical towards the new 
context of instruction. 
There are also situations when adults are less confident in their intellectual abilities, and this might make them 
anxious about learning a foreign language. In relation to the anxieties, insecurities, and fears of the adults who return 
to school, the adult educator Stephen Brookfield (1990) discusses the term “impostor syndrome”, denoting a 
collection of feelings of inadequacy, of chronic self-doubt which make people think that their accomplishments are 
nowhere near as good as those of the people around them. 
2.3. Behavioral characteristics 
In comparison to other age groups, adults tend to be more disciplined and more willing to struggle on despite 
boredom (Harmer, 2007, p. 84). This does not mean that older learners cannot display disruptive behaviour, such as 
talking to their neighbours when they should pay attention to the teacher, arriving in class late, failing to do any 
homework, or even disagreeing vocally with what the teacher is saying (Harmer, 2002, p. 11). 
However, teachers of adults are less likely to have to deal with the ongoing daily discipline problems that 
generally occur with younger students. This happens because, in most of the cases, adults adopt a type of behaviour 
which shows that they take the instructional process seriously: they come to the class with the necessary materials 
(books, paper, pen, etc.), do not ask questions which are irrelevant for the topic being discussed, let the teacher 
know in advance if they must miss a class or an exam, and, generally tend to be honest with their teachers. The idea 
is that, if the adult learners feel that they are treated as equals in the instructional process, they are generally willing 
to cooperate with the teachers towards the achievement of the educational objectives. 
3. Challenges in teaching English to adults: a research perspective 
Even if, at a rather cursory glance, the general characteristics presented by the adult learners might make people 
consider that it is easier to teach English to more mature students than to children, the reality of the instruction 
process itself often reveals that this is not entirely true. In other words, working with adult students certainly 
presents its own challenges, and, in this section, I will try to explain what some of these challenges are actually 
about. 
In order to offer an objective perspective in this respect, in addition to the theoretical information available on the 
topic, I will also make reference to research evidence. The research evidence is based on data gathered by means of 
a mini-research study that I conducted among twenty experienced English teachers, who have had the opportunity of 
working both with children and with adult students. Since my intention was not to make statistics, but just to arrive 
at findings which reflect a certain reality, I used methodology which is characteristic of the qualitative type of 
research. As data collection instrument, I used the questionnaire. The thorough analysis of the answers gathered in 
this way pointed to the fact that, when it comes to teaching English to adult learners, my subjects are generally faced 
with challenges that are related to a series of personal factors, that is, to within-student or teacher characteristics, 
involving physical, cognitive, and affective variables. A detailed presentation of these challenges will be given in 
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what follows; relevant insights coming from the theory of the field will also be offered, wherever necessary. 
3.1. Physical and cognitive factors 
Although my subjects do not consider their students’ mature age as being problematic in itself, however, they 
point to certain aspects of the teaching –  learning process which require more attention due to the adult learners’ 
specific physical and cognitive characteristics. 
Thus, because of their lower energy level, as well as their multiple responsibilities, the adults generally come to 
the English classroom with a certain level of fatigue. The teacher should be aware of this aspect, and not 
misinterpret their students’ occasional apathy or lack of involvement as a reaction to the course content or to the 
teaching methods. Here is what one of my respondents said in this respect: 
“Being used to the age-specific enthusiasm displayed by the children I had been teaching for many years, it took 
me some time to understand that I was not necessarily the one to blame for my adult students’ lack of focus or 
even signs of boredom.” 
Additionally, even if, as indicated in the previous section, the mature learners are characterized by greater 
cognitive abilities and conceptual complexity, my subjects note the fact that memory and reaction time is sometimes 
slower in the case of this type of students. However, in full agreement with some of the methodologists who 
discussed the same aspect (e.g. Polson, 1993), my subjects stress that the adults may be spending more time on their 
learning tasks, but they are often more accurate than the younger students, and, therefore, are very likely to acquire 
solid knowledge. 
3.2. Attitudinal factors 
As for the adult learners’ attitudinal characteristics, my respondents consider them as representing another source 
of potential challenges. It is true that, as already pointed out, the mature learners’ instructional process is generally 
supported by a high level of motivation, but this motivation is also accompanied by these students’ high 
expectations with regard to their instruction. One subject explains: 
“Adults may not be so patient with the results they expect from the English course. In general, they want to gain 
knowledge as soon as possible, and they need to have the relevance of that knowledge proved in real-life 
situations.” 
The results of my research study have also revealed other types of challenges that can be created by the 
expectations with which the mature students come to the English classroom. It is the expectations that such students 
might have with regard to the instructional methods employed during the course, expectations which are very much 
influenced by the methods used by their former teachers. As a result, it often happens that the adults prefer the more 
traditional teaching methods at the expense of the modern, communicative ones. 
Another attitudinal factor which is likely to make the instructional process more difficult is represented by the 
mature students’ lack of confidence in their intellectual abilities, which might make them anxious about learning a 
foreign language (cf. Brookfield’s “impostor syndrome”). As my subjects point out, this feeling of anxiety – which 
occurs because the learners feel they do not progress fast enough, because they are reluctant to speak during the 
English classes, or because they are afraid of making mistakes – is closely related to the potential of losing face, 
which becomes greater with older age. 
It must be stressed, however, that it is not only the learners who might experience feelings of anxiety during the 
process of teaching English to adults. Most of my respondents mention the personal challenge that they, as teachers, 
are faced with when they are in front of a group of mature students. Thus, they sometimes feel more nervous than 
they normally are with children, and this happens because the adults are more aware of their learning needs and, at 
the same time, of the manner in which their needs are met by the course they attend. 
4. Some methodological considerations 
Starting from the specific features displayed by adult learners in general, as well as from the challenges that are 
commonly met by the teachers of this type of students, in this section I will discuss some of the implications that the 
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theoretical and the research data presented so far will have for the process of teaching and learning English to 
mature learners. 
4.1. Task choice and achievement 
The adult learners’ greater cognitive capabilities and conceptual complexity should represent an advantage for 
the English teacher. Thus, if in the case of a lesson planned for younger learners, teachers are advised to divide the 
material into smaller segments and to insert some fun activities in order to keep them focused and engaged, for the 
adult learners these principles are no longer obligatory. Even if the older students often appreciate the entertaining 
moments and the short breaks that might occur during the teaching process, these can be definitely shorter and less 
frequent than in a lesson addressed to children. 
Adults come into the English classroom with a rich range of experiences – regarding not only learning, but also 
life in general. Teachers can take advantage of these experiences, expand upon them whenever possible, and connect 
them to the new learning. The learning tasks must be practical, must have a clear purpose, and must be relevant to 
important issues in the adults’ lives. Moreover, since adults associate their language knowledge and skills with the 
ability to function in the world, they need immediate application of what they are learning. Consequently, when 
designing their lesson plans, teachers should be aware that life or work-related situations present a more appropriate 
framework for adult learning than all sorts of academic or theoretical principles. 
Another methodological characteristic is related to the fact that adults often prefer to be presented with an 
analytical formal type of grammar and need to have a lot of controlled practice, before they move to more 
communicative activities. This means that the teacher should be ready to offer more comprehensive grammar 
presentations and more detailed explanations than in the case of a younger type of audience. 
The review methods must be also considered in any approach to adults’ learning. It is obvious that both adults 
and children must review the instructional material in order to remember its content, but the methods of review can 
be different. If, for children, the classroom teacher-guided review plays an essential role and is often complemented 
by the parents’ contribution at home, adults often need only a quick review or a list of material for individual study. 
4.2. Use of modern technology 
Technology clearly represents an important part of the process of teaching and learning a foreign language, and 
English teachers take full advantage of the opportunities that it creates for their classes. The problem is that, for 
some older students, technology may be another source of anxiety, because they do not have sufficient previous 
experience in this respect. This is the reason why, an important role for the teacher of adult learners is that of 
preparing them to use the technology in a non-threatening context meant to foster positive attitudes in adults towards 
both technology and learning. 
As they are made aware of the fact that technology helps them be more self-directed in their instructional context 
and also in their working environment, the mature learners become more willing to integrate the technological tools 
within their study, together with other resources like books, worksheets, videos, or listening materials. Additionally, 
technology allows for the instructor to create lessons and activities which require the adult student to take an active 
role through experiential learning, and which also addresses the learning style of each learner by allowing the 
objectives to be delivered in multiple different ways (Conlan, Grabowski & Smith, 2003). 
However, as Sharma (2006) points out, the teacher should consider the appropriateness and the extent of the use 
of technology in the case of each particular group of mature students. He explains: 
Consciously or not, the preference for face-to-face communication probably plays a role in making decisions 
regarding the use of technology in adult learning. We need to reminder ourselves of this preference and question 
its validity as evaluate possible roles for technology in a given situation. (Sharma, 2006, pp. 330-331) 
4.3. The affective climate of the classroom 
As it has been repeatedly suggested, adults may experience difficulties adjusting to various elements of the 
learning context, from the general instructional setting, to the teaching methods, or even the study skills. 
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Consequently, a teacher who is open, friendly, human, respectful, honest, and authentic will always play an essential 
role in creating a positive learning environment. 
Since adults frequently feel rather insecure in their position as students, teachers should provide support and 
encouragement when asking them to take risks or try new skills. Moreover, adults tend to take errors personally and 
are more likely to let them affect their self-esteem. Because of the students’ feelings of anxiety, the teacher should 
pay particular attention to the process of error correction, focusing also on the positive aspects and on the progress 
that learners are making. 
5. Conclusion 
It seems that, in spite of the difficulties that might occur, the process of teaching English to adult learners can 
prove to be very interesting and, at the same time, rewarding. These learners’ motivation, determination and life 
experience can bring a wide range of benefits to the context of instruction. However, it is obvious that instructors 
must be more flexible and more responsive in adult educational contexts. It is only in this way that teachers can 
really contribute to the success of their students’ learning by creating a positive climate which makes adults feel 
emotionally safe, and which offers them the type of instruction that they expect. 
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